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Washington State Environmental Policy Act

What is SEPA?

The State Environmental Policy Act (SEPA) provides a way to identify possible
environmental impacts that may result from governmental decisions. These decisions
may be related to issuing permits for private projects, constructing public facilities, or
adopting regulations, policies or plans.

Information provided during the SEPA review process helps agency decision-makers,
applicants, and the public understand how a proposal will affect the environment.
This information can be used to change a proposal to reduce likely impacts, or to
condition or deny a proposal when adverse environmental impacts are identified.

Who does SEPA review?

SEPA applies to decisions by every state and local agency within Washington State,
including state agencies, counties, cities, ports, and special districts (such as a school or
water district). One agency is usually identified as the "lead agency" for a specific
proposal. The lead agency for most private projects will be the city or county where
the project is located. For public projects, the lead agency will be the agency proposing
the project.

The lead agency is responsible for identifying and evaluating the potential adverse
environmental impacts of a proposal. This evaluation is documented and, in most
cases, sent to other agencies and the public for their review and comment.

What is the SEPA review process?

SEPA environmental review usually starts when:

• Someone submits an application to an agency for a license to construct a private
project, such as an office building, a grocery store, or an apartment building;

• An agency is considering construction of a public project, such as a new school, a
highway, or a water pipeline; or

• An agency is developing a regulation, policy, or plan, such as a county or city
comprehensive plan, a critical area ordinance, or a state water quality regulation.

Some minor projects do not require environmental review, so the lead agency will first
decide if environmental review is needed. If the proposed project is the type of project
that has been "categorically exempt" from SEPA review, no further environmental
review is needed.

If the proposed project is not exempt, the applicant will usually be asked to fill out an
"environmental checklist". This checklist asks questions about the proposal and its
potential impacts on the environment. The elements of the environment that will be
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evaluated include earth, air, water, plants, animals, energy, environmental health, land
use, transportation, public services, and utilities.

After the checklist has been completed, the lead agency will review the checklist and
other information about the proposal. If the lead agency needs additional information
to evaluate the proposal, they may ask the applicant to conduct studies, such as a
traffic study, or a study to determine if there are wetlands on the project site, etc. The
lead agency and applicant may also work together to change the proposal to reduce
likely impacts.

If the lead agency has enough information to determine that the proposal is unlikely to
have a significant adverse environmental impact, the agency will issue a determination
of non-significance (DNS). If the information indicates the proposal is likely to have a
significant adverse environmental impact, the lead agency will require the preparation
of an environmental impact statement (EIS). The EIS will include an evaluation of
alternatives to the proposal and measures that would eliminate or reduce the likely
environmental impacts of the proposal.

How is SEPA used in decision making?

The DNS or EIS prepared by the lead agency will provide information to all agencies
that must approve the proposal. The environmental information will be considered
along with technical, economic, and other information about the proposal by agency
decision-makers as they decide whether or not to issue a license for the proposal.

SEPA gives agencies authority to condition a proposal when specific adverse
environmental impacts are identified in the DNS or EIS. For example, if an EIS
indicates the proposal will damage a wetland, the agency decision-maker may require
the applicant to change his proposal so that no construction will be done within one
hundred feet of the wetland.

In rare cases, an agency may deny a proposal when an EIS shows that the proposal is
likely to have significance adverse environmental impacts that cannot be reduced to an
acceptable level.

Additional Information:

This focus sheet provides a very basic overview of SEPA. For specific information
about the purpose and procedural requirements of SEPA, refer to SEPA, chapter 43.21C
RCW; SEPA Rules, chapter 197-11 WAC (implementing rules); and SEPA Handbook
(guidance provided by the Department of Ecology). These documents and additional
information about SEPA are available on the Internet at:
http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/sea/sepa/e-review.html

For assistance contact:

Environmental Coordination Section
Department of Ecology
PO Box 47703
Olympia WA 98504-7703

Phone: (360) 407-6922
Fax: (360) 407-6904
E-mail: sepaunit@ecy.wa.gov

Publication #02-06-013 May 2002


